Hindi & English explanations of Holi & Holika 
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This festival was formerly known as Vasanta Nava Sasyeshti that is- people performed 
yajnas, offering the new grains of the spring harvest as oblations. Holi is word derived from 
the word Holaka. 
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Trinagnim brashtartha pakvashamee dhanya holakah (Kalpadrum Dictionary) 
Ardhapakvashamee dhanyaistrina brashtaishca holakah holakolpanilo medah kapha dosha 
shram dp ah (BhavaPrakash) 
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Holaka are legumes/pulses (grains growing in pods) roasted on fire fuelled by the straw 
left of the harvest. Holaka is an effective antidote (remedy) for health problems arising out 
of vata-pitta-cough (air blockages, bile/acidity & phlegm). 
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Holika: the pod husk or chaff of any grain (grams, peas, wheat, etc.) is called Holika. 
Prahalad: The grains or pulses are called Prahalad. 

Holika is referred as the mother of the grain. Mata nirmata bhavati defines the mother as 
the one who gives birth and nurtures the offspring. Without the pod (Holika) the gram, pea, 
wheat, etc. (Prahalad) would not have existed. The newly harvested grains are roasted on 
the fire. The husk or chaff bum out and the grains separated. The fragrance engenders 
happiness/satisfaction. Planters cheer up seeing the husk (Holika) sacrificing itself and 
saving the grains (Prahalad). 
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Holaka are semi-roasted grains. Hence the festival has been called Holi. The new grains of 
the spring harvest are offered as oblations in Yajna (Yeshta), thus the festival is also called 
Vasanta Nava Sasyeshti. (Vasanta -spring season; Nava - new; Yeshti -Yajna or sacrificial 
fire). It heralds the beginning of a new era (Nava Samvatsar). Aryans have always offered 
oblations of the first grains of new harvests during Yajnas, thereafter shared/consumed 
them as food. 

Planters are classified into two categories: (i) Baisakhee and (ii) Kartikee respectively 
harvesting the Vasantee and Sharadeeya crops which are also known as Rabi and Kharifa. 
The Vasantee harvests starts on the full moon day of the month of Phalguna. The fresh crop 
of grams, peas, pigeon peas, barley, and others have reached maturity. 

It has been a tradition to offer the new crop to the ancestors, but how? Agnivai devanam 
mukham, that is - fire renders the grains and other offerings into micro-particles spreading 
them into the atmosphere, thus travel far in the nooks and comers of the universe. 
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The Aryans have been observing the tradition of chaturmasa yajnas (yajna performed at 
four-moth intervals). Knowledgeable people and Theologians had prescribed such yajnas 
to start at the month of (1) Ashada, (2) Kartika (Deepavali) and (3) Phalguna (Holi). 

Phalgunya paurnamasyam chaturmasyani prayunjeeta mukham samvatsarasya yat 
phalgunee paurnamdsee ashddee paurnamasee, that is Yajna performed on the full moon 
day of the months of Ashada, Kartika and Phalguna are called chaturmasa or agrahana or 
nava sashyeshti. 
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Every year we burn Holi, putting akhata -word derived from akshata. Rice is called akshata 
and in Avadhi language akhata refers to oblations to the fire ( ahuti ). All these refer to 
processes during Yajnas. Ahuti or circumambulations form part and parcel of yajnas. This 
practice establishes the fact the tradition of holding collective yajnas on annual basis existed 
and people from the four classes ( varnas ) joined hand to perform these large scale yajnas. 

Those little effigies that we burn in our yards during Holi is similar to the small scale yajnas 
that we perform daily at home to purify the homely environment. Large scale or mega 
yajnas are held to benefit society at large, purifying the environment on a large scale basis. 
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Ritu sandhishu roga jayante means that the turning point from one season to another is 
conducive to the spread of diseases. Yajnas are held to ward off bacteria and viruses, thus 
an antidote to diseases. Holi marks the end of winter and heralds the spring season. Yajna 
is the best preventive measure to remain safe from infectious diseases at the turn of these 
two seasons. So anyone can safely conclude that Holi originated as an ancient Vedic 
tradition marking the beginning of a new era. 
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The orthodox belief is as follows: Holika was the sister of Hiranyakashyapu, a tyrant king. 
She had a boon that the fire could not harm her. Prahalad, the son of Hiranyakashyapu 
disobeyed his father’s order: to worship him, not Lord Vishnu. Hiranyakashyapu ordered 
Holika to take Prahalad in her lap and sit on a pyre that was set alight. But, Holika was 
burnt and Prahalad unharmed. The festival is held to commemorate that event. 


English translation by Acharya Bramdeo, GA, USA 



